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According to a new report by the UN's Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean
(ECLAC), released in late December, only a "handful" of countries in the region made any sustained
progress in cutting poverty during the first half of the 1990s. In fact, ECLAC reports that the fallout
from Mexico's financial crisis last year severely eroded even the small gains in living standards that
some countries had previously achieved. In early 1993, ECLAC published an extensive survey on
poverty levels in the region that showed that the ranks of the poor and indigent swelled dramatically
during the 1980s.
According to that study, between 1980 and 1990 the number of people living below the poverty
line climbed by 60 million from 136 million to 196 million thus raising the percentage of the total
population considered poor from 41% to 46%. At the same time, the number of people living in
extreme poverty grew from 62.4 million to 93.5 million, or from 19% to 22% of the total regional
population (see NotiSur, 09/22/94).
ECLAC must yet carry out another comprehensive survey such as the one released in 1993.
Nevertheless, preliminary estimates made by ECLAC in October suggest that, during the first half
of the 1990s, the absolute number of people living in poverty may have grown by another 34 million.
If population growth during the period is taken into account, that would mean that about 48% of the
total population may now be living below the poverty line (see NotiSur, 10/20/95).
In its latest report in December, ECLAC did not offer any new statistics on poverty. Rather, the
commission announced that between 1990 and 1994 it was only able to identify six countries that
registered slightly reduced rates of poverty: Brazil, Colombia, Chile, Peru, Panama, and Uruguay.
And, even in those countries, there was only a relative improvement at best in general living
standards. "Even in countries where economic liberalization programs were judged a success, such
as Chile, the problem of endemic poverty remained a stubborn reality," reads the report. Moreover,
ECLAC reports that in 1995 three countries Mexico, Costa Rica, and Argentina appear to have "lost
the ground in the fight against poverty that they had gained in the preceding years."
The economies of those countries were the most seriously affected by the currency crisis that
exploded in Mexico in December 1994, leading to a sharp decline in growth in all three nations
last year (see NotiSur, 11/16/95). In fact, ECLAC said that Mexico and Costa Rica represented
"worrisome cases" because poverty is now on the rise again following years of decline in both
countries. In general, ECLAC says that, even in the most successful economies, growth in recent
years has not generated enough jobs to keep pace with population growth. Unemployment rates
in Latin America seldom dip below 20%, and more often average 30% for the poorest sectors of the
region's population, according to the report. Real incomes for middle- and lower- income sectors
have fallen in comparison with 1960 levels. "A new group of poor people is now emerging that is
creating novel characteristics among the impoverished masses of Latin America," said ECLAC
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executive director Ruben Kaztman. "The newly poor are by and large educated people who had
previously enjoyed higher patterns of consumption and access to basic services that they now
lack. The traditionally poor groups had already been living in severe poverty, but those who had
previously belonged to the middle classes are now also impoverished."
According to ECLAC, poverty continues to grow much more rapidly in Latin American cities than
in the countryside, largely because of the acceleration in rural to urban migration in recent years. In
a separate study by ECLAC released in November, the commission reported that about 351 million
people more than 73% of the total population now live in urban areas throughout Latin American
and the Caribbean, making the region's cities some of the most densely populated in the world.
According to ECLAC, of the world's 15 most populated cities, four are in Latin America: Sao Paulo,
Rio de Janeiro, Mexico City, and Buenos Aires. And, even though migration to the largest cities has
slowed somewhat in recent years, poor campesinos continue to flood into medium- and small-sized
cities in search of better opportunities. ECLAC predicts that, if the present trend continues, within
30 years Latin America's urban population will have swelled to 576 million people, or 85% of the
population, even after accounting for the expected increase in the total number of inhabitants.
As a result of the demographic explosion in urban areas which, for the first time, is making
poverty in Latin America an overwhelmingly urban phenomenon infrastructure is being stretched
to the breaking point. For example, in another ECLAC study also released in late December,
the commission estimated that there is a shortage of 20 million living quarters in urban areas
throughout the region. In addition, of the estimated 93 million living quarters that do exist, only
about 56 million, or 60%, meet minimally acceptable standards. About 20 million are "damaged"
and the remaining 17 million are in a "precarious" state. Notwithstanding the severity of ECLAC's
estimates, some regional experts offer even more dismal appraisals of poverty levels and even
graver predictions for the future. According to Bernardo Kliksberg, executive director of the InterAmerican Institute for Social Development which was set up by the Inter-American Development
Bank (IDB) as of 1990 at least 50% of the total regional population already lived in poverty. And,
Kliksberg estimates that by the year 2000, about 57% of the population will have slipped below the
poverty line.
Kliksberg, who was the keynote speaker at a regional conference on poverty held in Venezuela in
mid-November, says that at present about 1.5 million people die each year as a result of poverty
in Latin America. The rapid spread of poverty has begun to alarm even the multilateral lending
institutions, which now promise to channel much more aid into social development projects in the
region. In unusually candid terms, IDB president Enrique Iglesias recently stated that the increase
in poverty is largely a result of the structural adjustment programs pushed by the IDB, the World
Bank, and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) since the early 1980s. "During the last decade,
the central concerns were how to overcome hyperinflation, survive economically, and maintain
payments on the foreign debt," said Iglesias in an interview with the Uruguayan magazine Posdata,
published in early November.
"As a result, efforts to deal with the social conditions of our citizens were postponed, and those
conditions grew worse. Now that the economies of the region have become more manageable,
we must begin to focus on social problems, especially the appearance of large groups of newly
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poor who have emerged as a byproduct of structural adjustment policies." Iglesias warned that
governments must begin to deal with social problems immediately, before those problems spin out
of control.
"Marginalized social groups, whose problems have largely been ignored, are making their presence
known in stark forms throughout Latin America, such as the uprising of Indian communities in
the Mexican state of Chiapas and the recent popular revolts in some provinces in Argentina," said
Iglesias. "Those episodes clearly demonstrate that there is a growing social activism that can no
longer be ignored." [Sources: Inter Press Service, 10/05/95; La Jornada (Mexico), 10/06/95; Notimex,
10/25/95; Reuter, 10/13/95, 12/05/95; Agence France-Presse, 09/26/95, 10/17/95, 10/29/95, 11/01/95,
11/09/95, 11/17/95, 12/14/95; United Press International, 12/28/95; Excelsior (Mexico), 01/02/96]
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